
In the ‘Tween 
 
I know a lot of folks are fretting over whether their favorite lakes will be ice-free in time for the 
walleye opener, but in between ice fishing and boat fishing seasons is a short-lived and golden 
opportunity to get up close and personal with returning waterfowl as they push their way north.   
 
My favorite place to do this is a little spot in the Chippewa National Forest that I like to think of 
as “Mean Goose Point”.  Named for the gander that patrols this piece of ground, annually we 
look for the opportunity that is provided as the ice recedes and the water opens. In comparison to 
many of our lakes, this water opens up a little earlier due to the presence of some moving water.  
My spouse is particularly good at tracking the timing of this special opportunity, so this weekend 
we made the first of what will be only a small handful of chances to get in on the action.  This is 
happening plenty late this year, with the result that the birds are piling up in droves. 
 
On account of there was still plenty of snow in the woods just yet, we had to put on snowshoes 
and trek a ways in order to get there. A pull-behind sled came in handy to ferry in a couple of 
lawn chairs, a small grill for a little grilled picnic, and my pack with a sharp pair of binoculars 
and a bird book because I generally find I need to brush up a little in order to help my failing 
memory with all of the correct names. 
 
The sun beats in on the bank, affording the perfect opportunity to set up that lawn chair and tune 
in for a great show.  For me the stars of the show are usually the trumpeter swans, and they were 
there in force, with pairs spread up and down the way, heads bobbing and wings shaking as they 
bugle their warnings to the others about the little piece of ice they have staked out as their 
temporary turf. Through virtue of their sheer size they put the mean gander in his place, but he 
still manages to carry on towards the other Canada geese more of his own size. 
 
The swans paddle in place, stirring up the sediments below and breaking their way farther into 
the slushy icy edge, and as they tip up with white tails to the sky, reach their long necks as far 
down as they can to find something to eat. Interesting to me was to watch the wood ducks dart in 
and around the big swans, grabbing at morsels of plants that float to the surface.  Puddle ducks 
can’t dive, and I imagine their food is somewhat limited until more of the ice is gone.  Other 
ducks present on the scene included blue-winged teal, northern shovelers, mallards, and both the 
common and hooded merganser. 
 
The combination of puddle and diving ducks was an interesting mix. It was fascinating to watch 
ring-necked ducks working the edge of the ice in what looked to be something of a feeding 
frenzy. They would pop under the ice and reappear, the water nearly churning with the fast 
action. The opportunistic wood ducks were also working that end of things, snatching at any 
food item that surfaced that was not already claimed by somebody else.  A few tiny grebes 
popped in and out, their diminutive size clearly no match for the larger fowl. Also known as the 
“water witch”, the pied-billed grebe is unique in that in can enter the water by diving forwards, 
like a diving duck, or by sinking downwards, like a submarine. They can even swim around 
down there like that for a while, with just their tiny bill protruding. 
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